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IV. Letters from 1915 to the End of the War
(May 10, 1915 - November 28, 1918)
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1915-1918

[l]

New Brighton, May 10, 1915: Othmar Ammann to His Father

[2]

New Brighton, December 10, 1915: Othmar Ammann to His Parents

[3]

New Brighton, April 23, 1916: Othmar Ammann to His Father

[4]

New Brighton, November 30, 1916: Othmar Ammann to His Parents

[5]

New York, February 9, 1917: Othmar Ammann to His Mother

[6]

New York, April 25, 1917: Lilly Ammann to Othmar Ammann's Father

[7]

South Amboy, New Jersey, October 19/November 10, 1918: Lilly Ammann to
Othmar Ammann' s Mother

[8]

New York, November 16, 1918: Othmar Ammann to His Mother

[9]

New York, November 28, 1918: Othmar Ammann to His Mother

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol29/iss3/6

2

Ammann and Ammann: Letters from 1915 to the End of the War

56

[l]

New Brighton, May 10, 1915: Othmar Ammann to His Father

My dear Papa,
I hope you will have received Lilly's and Werner's letters for your birthday. Of all
things, they went off on the 1st of May and it is well possible that they went down with the
unfortunate Lusitania . . . .
Here there is big excitement about the case of the Lusitania. There are many voices that
demand that we go to war against Germany. But the style of "sentimentality" is not unusual
here. The anger will slowly abate . . . .

[2]

New Brighton, December 10, 1915: Othmar Ammann to His Parents

My dear parents,
Tomorrow the last steamship that can bring you our Christmas greetings is leaving, so
that means: hurry. Just a few words, but from the heart.
One is carried along here in the non-ending stream of business so much that one can
hardly catch one's breath in order to appreciate the ideal side of life. However, with the
approach of the holidays, spirits are lifted. With great excitement and wonderment, young and
old await the festive days. What will Christmas bring, how will the New Year begin? This is
what each one is asking himself and with thousands this question is burning on their lips more
than ever before. Will the raging storm that has so gripped humanity subside or will it toss
onward and take further thousands of sacrifices? The thought is horrible.
For what purpose is the continuing of the war? For what use the unending sacrifices?
This we ask ourselves in vain. We find no answer in our narrow outlook. The purpose seems
meaningless, narrow-minded, unworthy of civilized humans. But to that, there is perhaps a
higher purpose, unknown to us. We are accustomed to regard the world and humanity as though
we were its center, its eternal nucleus. Our own suffering seems to us to be of great worldly
meaning, and ifwe are depressed, the whole world is in the valley of despair. Ifwe would view
this struggle from a distance, so it would appear as a small, unimportant crisis in the general
struggle of the world, in the general struggle of mankind to resolution and completion. The
present war is taking many human lives, much greater yet is the number of the spiritual lives
and souls that are waging the battle of mankind.
So let us look into the future without anxiety, also this present war will come to an end
and be for the good of mankind.

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 1993

3

Swiss American Historical Society Review, Vol. 29 [1993], No. 3, Art. 6

57
Today it is a year since I returned with Werner to my loved ones. This day will always
remain in our memory as a day of gratitude. My sacrifice seems small to me in comparison to
the many others who are still separated from their loved ones or who will never return to them.
I also have the · memory of those happy days spent in Switzerland, and especially I
treasure those hours spent at my parents' home. It is as though they have given me new strength
and new enthusiasm for the life to come.

Be tenderly embraced, dear parents, and accept my heartiest wishes for the holidays and
the New Year, from your thankful
Othmar

[3]

New Brighton, April 23, 1916: Othmar Ammann to His Father

My dear Papa,
I am glad to use a quiet hour of :Easter Sunday to chat with you. Such moments are truly
rare when I may devote my thoughts to you, dear parents.
Above all, accept the greetings from me and my family for your 69th birthday. May you
celebrate it in the best of health and in a joyous mood, surrounded by your dear ones.
How much would we also like to gather around you and embrace you with well wishes.
All this pleasure must be postponed for the time being - until after the war. In the same way,
many promised events will have to be postponed, many nice plans laid into the unsure future,
many joys and pleasures denied. We all long for peace. Why? For most, because they want
to return to their usual luxurious life. They regard it as a casualty that they have to give up
many things that were considered essential in times of peace.
Dear Papa, as often as I ponder on the cause of the war and the moral effect, so do I
come to the conviction that, in general, it is a necessity for humanity -- yes, even a blessing.
Those who have become morally enriched through the great valuable experiences of the war
without having to pay for this enrichment with their lives or hard tests can be grateful, and those
who lost their lives in heroic spirit or who must endure heavy hours will perhaps find
compensation in the next life.

If I believed in punishment from God, I would say that this seemingly terrible war is an
atonement for the extravagances of life in many nations, namely meaning most of the civilized
nations, and that the curtailments that have already _been felt represent the first fruits of the
repentance. Whether this is a retribution from God or not, it seems clear that the extravagances
in personal, social and political matters contributed very much to this and mainly to clarify that
such a horrible struggle between such highly civilized people could break out. A natural result
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of this, figuratively speaking, elective conflagration will be: simplicity in life, self-discipline
and restraint, strengthening of character, greater contentment and happiness.
Dark clouds also hang over this land. As I already wrote you before, I am convinced
that the critical time for our beloved Switzerland is over; that was in the beginning of the war.
With some self-restraint, Switzerland can preserve its peace. It is otherwise here in America.
Here quite different forces are in play and no one knows what will yet come. If it were to come
to war here, the blame goes to the extravagances of the people, which also here have been
pushed to the limits.
The "multimillionaires" who here, even during the war, have practically grown out of
the earth, build themselves palaces or live in luxurious hotels. Others want to keep up with
them even if they are not able to. The people follow their example, go to the theater and other
pleasures and menial work is looked down upon. That an American would work with pick and
shovel or an American girl do housework for a living, that is almost non-existent. This is only ·
done by first generation immigrants. Laborers live luxuriously, earn sufficient, but spend it all
and save nothing. In our circumstance, it is almost a disgrace not to own a car -- even if it has
to be obtained on credit. To what will this lead, what else but a war or what is even worse, a
revolution? Can these conditions offer a restraint? Without severe testing man cannot come to
rest -- that is the law of nature . . . .

[4]

New Brighton, November 30, 1916: . Othmar Ammann to His Parents

My dear parents,
Thanksgiving Day is being celebrated today. Yes, America has great reason to be
thankful, in that it has been spared up to now from this horrible war. And even more so, that
it is going through a period of unbelievable prosperity while other highly civilized peoples are
poor and suffering. Hopefully, America will accept this blessing with true gratitude and
modesty, so that the riches that flow in will be to her advantage and to the advantage of
humanity rather than to its degeneration. But the danger of the latter is great, and a sincere
inner struggle is necessary to prevent it.
It lies in human nature that man lets himself be led by diabolical forces -- especially in
times in which he believes the fruits of prosperity are to be fully enjoyed. Until now the flood
of riches has been relatively less favorably divided, as the cost of living has increased apace and
even more than the increase in wages. This is the natural result of reducing production for this
country and concentrating on the abnormal production for export. The division of prosperity
to the general population will gradually occur only if a catastrophe does not occur -- such as war
or a social upset. Unfortunately, there are already definite signs of the devilish influence of
affluence: extravagances in the upper class, imitation and dissatisfaction in the working class, .
demands for higher pay, and what is especially meaningful, asking for shorter working hours;
demands, sloppiness, incompetency of the worker, etc. All this leads to degeneration of the
people and to social disturbance. It takes a wise, strong government to avoid a catastrophe.
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As for me and my loved ones, we can be grateful to celebrate this day in happiness and
good health. Our children have been spared from the terrible polio epidemic of this summer that
tore into so many other families, and after a glorious summer we settle down for the winter in
our comfortable little house.
Now, to you, dear parents. Because of the conditions of war you appear even farther
away from us. Such seemingly short distances before the war appear now twice as far away.
At that, our thoughts lie more with you and the beloved homeland. Despite the tight economic
and social situation between fighting nations, it seems to exert its attraction to us even more.
Should we follow the longing of our emotions or listen to cold reason?
Every so often we bring up this question. How much we would like to spend years
living in a close family relationship with you, dear parents and our sisters and brothers, how
much we would like to bring our young ones under your good influence, which would be of
inestimable value for their later life.
Above all, we hope that the war will soon come to an end and that our beloved
Switzerland will be spared from it, growing new and strong. The struggles that have had to ·be
made can only come to good if the internal structure and unification have not been sacrificed.
We also hope that you, dear parents, will be with us for a long time and will enjoy yet many
happy years in the circle of your loved ones.... If it is not to be that we come back for a
permanent stay, we are planning to come to our old native country for a visit in the very near
future.
Accept our dearest g~eetings and kisses, and warmest greetings for the holidays. In
thoughts we shall be celebrating with you.
Please send my greetings to all my brothers and sisters, relatives and acquaintances. I
am currently so busy that I hardly have time to write to them.
In deepest love,

Your Othmar

[5]

New York, February 9, 1917: Othmar Ammann to His Mother

My dear mother,
Also I shall not delay in sending you my warmest wishes for your birthday. Be in spirit
tenderly embraced and accept the wish that you will have very happy years at the side of your
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dear husband and in the circle of your children, grandchildren and friends. How niuch I would
like to be able to make a quick visit to this circle. My last visit to the homeland left me with
many memorable impressions in this matter. If the times were different, so we would have
decided to return this year. However, it is not meant to be so.
And humanity is throwing itself deeper into the fight. Recent events have developed
rapidly. America, until now neutral, has almost decided to take part in the conflict -- against
its will. . There is hardly any enthusiasm to be seen, as the people do not quite know why they
should enter the war. The opinions and comments are quite divergent, the average American
takes rather an apathetic stand toward the whole question; it is only the newspapers that heckle
and exaggerate in order to make a sensation. That is the disadvantage of a free democracy, that
is not used to any regulations. Well, we will hope that it will not come to seriousness.
Please be, dear Mamma, as well as dear Papa and sisters and brothers warmly greeted
and kissed
From your
Othmar

[6]

New York, April 25, 1917: Lilly Ammann to Othmar Ammann's Father

... Yes, one can hardly enjoy the spring awakening of nature in view of the ever-increasing
gathering of the dark clouds of war. 16 It was a serious Easter that brought us the war. From
one week to the oth~r one asks: "What will the next week bring us?" One good result of these
serious ·times is already showing, namely an increasing interest and a desire of the people to
grow their own vegetables in their up to now vacant backyards. The government is doing its
best to encourage old and young to show their patriotism by making vegetable gardens.
Instructions and even seeds are given out free in the schools and privately. This is not only to
make produce for America but also for the allies and one hopes that the "neutrals" will also get
their share. So one sees in many places, even on Sunday, the young and old tending to their
gardens. Here one does not have to be ashamed to be seen gardening the whole Sunday. But
such a glorious vegetable layout as we have, I have not seen anywhere! . . . .

[7]

October 19/November 10, 1918: Lilly Ammann to Othmar Ammann's Mother

Dear precious mother,
We live in disturbing times. It is a week ago that all your bells were ringing as a sign
of the war's end. Also here early Monday morning at 4 A.M. whistles were blowing from all

16

War had been declared on April 16, 1917.
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the factories, shouting and singing. One asked the other: "Did you hear?" What .happiness
flooded all hearts in the knowledge of the glorious news. We thought of our dear ones in
Russia, France and Australia, who all were suffering from the war. And I can hardly imagine
how the news is taken in our dear little Switzerland. At all events, it couldn't be so lively as
in Paris and New York, where people were embracing each other in the streets. The Americans
were quite deeply involved for their part. Service flags, signifying that some family member
was involved in the war, are hanging from about one-half of the houses. Many show a gold
star, signifying a war casualty.
The sounds of joy took on another form of sound for us, as a terrible thundering and
shattering from a tremendous explosion near us. 17 Many had heart attacks from the fright,
others ran out without proper clothing into the cold night and then caught severe cases of
Spanish influenza. Hardly any house around us has been spared and naturally it was just as bad
in the small town of South Amboy and Perth Amboy. We were not touched by it because the
first thing every morning we ate a piece of toast with finely chopped onions mixed with cream
and salt or with garlic rubbed on the toast. The youngsters were very brave on that night
(Othmar was away in Washington). They helped me (in the pitch dark) amidst the sounds of
explosions and shattering of windows, to open the windows in the whole house. Afterwards we
settled down for the rest of the night out in the open, and watched the terrible explosions. The
atmospheric pressure was so great that it broke the lock and pushed in heavy front doors.
Saturday morning, while on his way back, Othmar heard of the events and had great trouble
getting home as only people from the Red Cross were let into the vulnerable area surrounding
the ammunition factory where the explosion occurred.

[8]

New York, November 16, 1918: Othmar Ammann to His Mother

PEACE! PEACE! That was the shout from every mouth a few days ago. The bells,
factory whistles and the shouts and noises of the people proclaimed it. War is a picture of the
past. As unexpectedly as it came, so did it end unexpectedly quickly. Peace is not yet formally
declared, but we may surely expect it. And the result of the war is highly satisfactory, even for
the folk that were defeated. It means a great emancipation for them, a freedom from chains that
we Swiss have thrown away already centuries ago. Surrender was hard for the Germans, but
I am sure that they will swing back rapidly. This humility will be very beneficial for the
Germans. It will teach other peoples also to be appreciative rather than to look haughtily down
on them.
I hope that normal communication with Europe will soon be established again. Soon
under the many restrictions we would have become compleately cut off from our dear ones in
the homeland. For a time all correspondence written in German to Europe was held back, and
we wouldn't be surprised if letters from us to you became lost.

17

The expl~sion occurred at a nearby ammunition factory on October 19, 1918.
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Your last letter, dear Mother, is dated July 12th. Several days later a card and letter
came from Tante Lilly in which she informed us that your eye operation went well and that you
would be coming home from the hospital in 3 weeks. Since then we have not received news
from you or from the family except from Bruno Wehrli.
We are naturally very anxious to get news and to hear how you and all the loved ones
at home are doing.
I would have liked to write Tante Lilly and thank her for her trouble, but she writes that
she will probably go to Russia, so my note would not have reached her.
With the return of peace, new plans begin to formulate for us, the old homesickness for
the homeland returns. The time may be more favorable than ever. My present position is only
temporary anyhow. I accepted it since there were no positions in my field since America's
entrance into the war. Here I gained new experience in other matters, but I still feel that this
is not a lifetime position for me.
Naturally we want to wait for spring in order to see how things develop. If we decide
to return home, we naturally understand that Switzerland cannot offer the monetary advantages
that America does, and that we will have to get used to a simple, modest life. That, however,
will give us no pain or hardship. We know well that we can be happy wherever it may be.
What we want is to settle down for the rest of our lives. Our stay in America was a series of
interesting experiences_and discoveries. In that regard, we feel we have kept in Swiss character,
and are always, always pulled toward the homeland.
We are naturally anxious to know of your opinion of our plans. I know you would greet
us with open arms. Also, it is my soul's desire to live near you. I had hoped to pass part of
my life with you two dear ones -- but, "Man proposes, God disposes."
Be, dear mother, in spirit embraced and kissed by your

Othmar

Loving greetings to all the family and friends in your circle.
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[9]

New York, November 28, 1918: Othmar Ammann to His Mother

My dear mother,
Thanksgiving Day is being celebrated today, a yearly holiday in which we thank God for
the bounty of nature~ The outward sign is given by a dinner table loaded with the autumn
products of nature: above all, the turkey, that for us has taken the form of a fattened goose,
then the sweet potatoes and many other fruits and vegetables - and finally, the typical American
"pumpkin pie."
Yes, we Americans may celebrate the day this year with double thanks in our hearts.
A glorious harvest is behind us, that not only permits the American folk to take care of many
of the necessities but also to give a large part to the needy people in Europe. Thus this day is
a day for the Americans to give thanks for victory in the struggle against the world reign of
monarchies to which they had given assistance. The American people did not forget the help
that the French gave them in their War for Independence and one therefore does not begrudge
them for contributing to the struggle of the French people for freedom. I think also we Swiss
may have the same gratitude for the result of the war.
For a while conditions in Europe will be relatively unsure, especially in Germany -- and
that will have its effect on Switzerland, but the atmosphere will clear and the European people
will go to peace-work with renewed energy, especially since the long years of tension are over.
Dear Mother, when these words reach you, a festive mood will also be with you.
Christmastime is at the door. All of Christianity will be gladdened by this holiday and it will
help to quiet the upset spirits, to soften the hatred of the people, to heal the wounds of war, and
to soothe the pain in many hearts.
May it also bring comfort to your deep sorrow, dear Mother. 18 May the new joys
blossom in the circle of your dear ones. The spirit of dear Father is with you and celebrates
with you; he exists as before in the atmosphere of Christmas, only invisible to our eyes.
Everything is fine here. So far we have escaped the horrible grippe that has taken so
many lives. Jiirg has his red apple cheeks back again. Both of the boys are busy at work with
the jigsaw. Would that they could surprise you with a project. Perhaps next year!
Be, dear Mother, embraced and kissed in warm love from your
Othmar

18

Othmar Ammann's father died March 6, 1918 and his mother died in 1928. Because of
intense work on the George Washington Bridge, Othmar Ammann did not return to Switzerland
until 1930 to r~ive an honorary degree from the Polytechnic Institute in Zurich.
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